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Hordeum murinum L. (Poaceae) 
Rabbit Barley 

 
Description. Annuals, 1-8 dm tall, often tufted, stems erect, glabrous, often bent at the nodes. 
Leaves alternate, ligules 0.5-1.5 mm long, truncate, entire to erose or ciliolate; auricles present, 
linear; sheaths glabrous; blades linear, flat to folded, 2-10 mm wide, glabrous to scabrous or 
short-hairy. Inflorescence 3 to 12 cm long, a dense, terminal, somewhat flattened spike, 
internodes between spikelets 1-3 mm long. Spikelets in sets of 3's, each with 1 floret, the central 
one sessile, fertile, the floret short-pedicellate, the lateral ones sterile or staminate, florets short-
pedicellate, glumes 13-25(40) mm long, those of the central spikelet and inner ones of the lateral 
spikelets ciliate, slightly broadened below, the outer glumes of the lateral spikelets linear and 
awn-like; lemma of the fertile, central spikelet 6-10 (12) mm long, faintly 5-nerved, those of the 
lateral spike lets 10-18 mm, all 3 lemmas tapering to stout awns 15-25 (45) mm long. In 
California, flowering from March to June. (Arnow 1987, Barkworth 1993, Hitchcock 1944, 
Holmgren and Holmgren 1977, Humphries 1980, Munz 1959). 
 
Note: Hordeum murinum is composed of 3 morphological races, ssp. rnurinum, ssp. glaucum, 
and ssp. leporinum, each of which has been treated as separate species (Covas 1949, Holmgren 
and Holmgren 1977) or subspecies (Arnow 1987, Barkworth 1993, Baum and Bailey 1989, Giles 
and Lefkovitch 1986, Humphries 1980, Konishi 1989, Tselev 1984). 
 
Geographic distribution. A native of Europe, rabbit barley has been reported as a waif in 
eastern North America, and has become naturalized in western North America, South America, 
Asia, Australia, southern Africa, and Hawaii (Arnold and de Wet 1993, Arnow 1987, Chapman 
1991, Clapham et al. 1962, Gibbs Russell et al. 1955, Gleason and Cronquist 1991, Humphries 
1980, Holmgren and Holmgren 1977, Koyama 1987, Munz 1959, Ohwi 1965, Wagner et al. 
1990).  
 Hordeum murinum was first reported from California (San Diego, San Francisco) by Watson 
(1880), but probably was present near settlements as early as the end of the 18th century (Hendry 
and Bellue 1925). It had become widely established in California before the end of the 19th 
century (Robbins 1940, Burtt Davy 1902). Only subspp. glaucum and leporinum have been 
reported from the northern California Channel Islands (Junak et al. 1997). Hordeum murinum, 
including all 3 subspecies, has been reported from most California counties at elevations below 
1000 m (Anonymous 1998, Barkworth 1993). 
 
Reproductive and vegetative biology. Like most species of grasses, Hordeum spp. are wind-
pollinated (Proctor et al. 1996). Hordeum murinum is self-compatible and largely self-pollinating 
in Great Britain (Booth and Richards 1978). In California vernal pools, H. murinum ssp. 
leporinum generally germinates in the fall and flowers and fruits by April (Lin 1970). 
 
Ecological distribution. Hordeum murinum occurs in disturbed sites, roadsides, fallow fields, 
dry grasslands, waste places (Arnow, 1987, Chapman 1991, Holmgren and Holmgren 1977, 
Humphries 1980, and Munz 1959). Hordeum murinum ssp. leporinum is a common element in 
understory vegetation of blue oak woodland (Holland 1974), in vernal pools (Lin 1970), and 
coastal bluff grasslands of the Channel Islands (Philbrick and Haller 1990). 
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Weed status. Hordeum murinum is not considered a noxious weed in agricultural or horticultural 
practice, at least at a global level (not listed by Holm et al. 1977), nor is it considered a noxious 
weed by the State Dept. of Food and Agriculture (Anonymous 1996). It is not listed for the 
United States in Lorenzi and Jeffery (1987). 
 
Microbial pathogens. Hordeum murinum has been reported as a unaffected host to wheat streak 
virus and several fungi (Erysiphe graminis, Rhynchosporium secalis) that infest cultivated barley 
(Andrivon, D. and C. De Vallavielle-Pope 1992, Giles and Barrett 1993, Jarosz and Burdon 
1996, Rabenstein et al. 1992). 
 
Insect pathogens. Strains of Hordeum murinum have been found to be resistant to the Russian 
wheat aphid (Diuraphis noxia), which is a serious pest of cultivated barley (Kindler and Springer 
1991). 
 
Herbicide control. Several herbicides have been effectively used to control strains of Hordeum 
murinum, including diquat, fuazifop, simazine, paraquat (Leys and Plater 1993, Preston et al. 
1991, Stephenson and Mitchell 1993, Tucker and Powles 1991). Resistance to diquat and 
paraquat has been reported among populations in cultivated fields (Preston et al. 1991, 1992, 
Purba et al. 1993, Tucker and Powles 1991). 
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